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that, though errors which are traditional are often wide-
spread, new beliefs seldom win acceptance unless they are
nearer to the truth than what they replace; and they will
conclude that a new belief is probably either an advance,
or so unlikely to become common as to be innocuous. All
these considerations will make them hesitate before they
resort to punishment.
n
The study of past times and uncivilized races makes it
dear beyond question that the customary beliefs of tribes
or nations are almost invariably false. It is difficult to
divest ourselves completely of the customary beliefs of our
own age and nation, but it is not very difficult to achieve a
certain degree of doubt in regard to them. The Inquisitor
who burnt men at the stake was acting with true humanity
if all his beliefs were correct; but if they were in error at
any point, he was inflicting a wholly unnecessary cruelty.
A good working ma^'m in such matters is this: Do not
trust customary beliefs so far as to perform actions which
must be disastrous unless the beliefs in question are wholly
true. The world would be utterly bad, in the opinion of the
average Englishman, unless he could say 'Britannia rules
the waves'; in the opinion of the average German, unless
he could say TDeutschland iiber alles'. For the sake of
these beliefs, they are willing to destroy European civil-
ization. If the beliefs should happen to be false, their action
is regrettable.
One fact which emerges from these considerations is
that no obstacle should be placed in the way of thought
and its expression, nor yet in the way of statements of fact.